The European Parliament was set up by direct elections in June 1979. Great expectations had been placed in these direct elections with regard to the further development of the European Community. Now, half-way through the Parliament's five-year term, a certain Euro-weariness is gaining ground. Had expectations been pitched too high? How is the work of the European Parliament so far to be assessed? What are the prospects for the future?
V
ery great expectations had been placed by many quarters in the first direct European elections in 1979 and in the work of a directly elected European Parliament. These sprang from a critical assessment of the then state of the European Community and the prospects of its further development. This assessment covered the following points:
[] the EC was dominated by bureaucrats and technocrats;
[] decisions were made at a great remove from those affected by them and without adequate consideration for their own concerns;
[] pressing problems confronting the member states were not being tackled or solved, or else the solutions consisted of exceedingly costly package deals (on the principle that "there ought to be something in it for everybody"). This particular charge was directed against the governments which guided the destinies of the Community.
In short, the Community's legitimacy gap was explained by its inadequate ability to solve problems and by its insufficiently democratic decision-making system. Many people, therefore, expected that a directly elected European Parliament would provide a remedy; their expectations were based on a number of factors:
[] An increased number of Members (410 instead of 198), with a mandate from the electors, free from the fatiguing burden of a dual mandate, with the ambition to prove their worth in order to be re-elected in due course, and supported by the party organisations which * University of TObingen.
IN TEf~CONOMI'CS, January/6-e~ruafy 1982 nominated them -such Euro-MPs might be able to make better use of the powers-formal and political -of Parliament.
[] A Parliament thus constituted would operate more efficiently, it would make more effective use of typically parliamentary functions, it would provide impulses for the development of the Community, it would push hesitant governments into productive decisions and thereby gain public support and approval for Community policy.
Half-way through the first five-year term it should be possible to strike a preliminary balance. We have to ask ourselves, therefore, how the European Parliament (EP) has developed and whether the expectations placed in it have been fulfilled. Such a balance-sheet requires, primarily, the taking into account of the conditions which form the framework for the activity of the EP -especially as such a clarification might well reveal that expectations were pitched far too high or that they were directed towards "wrong" objectives.
Any assessment of the EP must proceed from the fact that it differs fundamentally, in a number of respects, from national parliaments:
[] The EP is not part of a decision-making apparatus as in a parliamentary system of government where a majority supports the government (at least as a rule) and a minority forms the parliamentary opposition -in other words, where the government emerges from parliament, is linked to parliament and dependent on it, and where elections determine the relative strength of political forces decisive for the formation of government. In the decision-making apparatus of the EC the EC dominant role is played -in the shape of the Council of Ministers and the European Council -by the national governments, each of them embedded in the interplay of national forces and interests instead of being oriented towards the EP. The legislative body of the Community is the Council; the EP has no formal means of determining its activities. It does have such rights of supervision and control vis-&-vis the Commission as acceptance and discussion of the Annual Report, or a vote of no confidence, as well as a variety of possibilities for putting questions to the Commission which, though it submits proposals, cannot itself take decisions on them. An elector dissatisfied with EC policy could not express his criticism by voting in favour of an alternative government which might manage better. Instead he was asked by the political parties to give them support for their activity in the field of the EC, as well; thus the direct elections have frequently been turned into instruments serving domestic political issues, with European policy being somewhat relegated to the background.
[] The formal powers of the EP in the Community's decision-making procedure are -except in budgetary matters-confined to consultation: the EP comments on Commission proposals before the Council takes a decision -or, as happens frequently, takes no decision. The substance of such proposals tends to be highly specialised, which means it is totally unsuitable to lively or controversial parliamentary debate. Direct election has not entailed any widening of powers.
[] The Strasbourg Assembly also differs fundamentally from national parliaments in its composition. Its Members come from nine (since the accession of Greece 10) countries; they thus represent not only nationally moulded and accordingly differentiated interests but they also stem from diverse political cultures, a circumstance which also colours concepts of the role and function of a parliament. This national multiplicity is even surpassed by political multiplicity: the Members of the EP come from altogether more than 50 national political parties. Although transnational party federations of Christian Democrats, Liberals and Socialists have been established, these party federations are still insufficiently consolidated in terms of both organisation and political programme to provide the Euro-MPs with a firm and solid basis. Ultimately they are responsible solely to their national party organisations.
[] National multiplicity brings with it a multiplicity of languages. This gives rise to considerable communication problems, not only for the Members themselves but also for the parliamentary administration and the media. Above all, the direct contact between Members is rendered difficult by language barriers. Considering the great heterogeneity which marks the EP this factor represents a far more serious impediment than the geographical split into three places of work -Strasbourg (plenary sessions), Luxembourg (administration of the EP and plenary sessions) and Brussels (committee and party meetings). A final decision on where the Assembly will sit is still being awaited; this decision is in the hands not of the EP itself but of the national governments.
Political Functions
Any half-time balance sheet of the EP has to be aware of the above-listed factors which circumscribe the framework for its activity. It is bound to be negative if the observer focuses on the formal powers of the EP only. As mentioned above, there has been no change in the scope of these powers; such a change would require an amendment of the Treaty, subject to ratification at national level, and consensus on this cannot at present be expected among the 10 member states. An assessment must therefore be based on the performance of the political functions of the EP -within the limits of its actual powers -and in this respect the Strasbourg Assembly can boast quite a few achievements.
Top place, also in terms of importance, is held here by the process of internal integration within the Parliament, an integration which is taking place mainly within the framework of the multinationally composed political groupings. Although the Members within a grouping regard themselves as belonging to the same political family, the views and attitudes of their respective national parties reveal such a broad spectrum that they frequently have considerable trouble achieving a common stand. But on the way to that common stand they each come to know and understand their colleagues better-even if some of these colleagues (or comrades) at times are regarded as a pain in the neck.
If one understands by integration, which is the emergence and development of a regional community such as the EC, an inevitably slow and laborious process, then this implies the process of mutually getting to know the principal actors in integration politics. Bearing in mind the national, political and interest-related heterogeneity of the Euro-MPs, the measure of internal integration visibly achieved so far is -especially if we remember the language barriersremarkable. As the Members take the experiences gained in the EP back home ",N~.h t'n~rn ln'{o meJr respective national party organisations this learning effect transcends political groupings and Parliament.
